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Intervention strategies for high-risk students
Abstract
The opportunity to achieve and aspire to goals is a human right. During the past decade, most schools
have increased standards for high school graduation. Changes in family structure, social environment,
and economics have negatively affected various student populations. Higher standards for high school
completion, changing family structure, and social expectations of students have contributed to students
having difficulty mastering academics and related behaviors necessary for success in school. Failure at
all levels of the educational spectrum have resulted (Iowa Department Of Education [IDOE], 1989).
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The opportunity to achieve and aspire to goals is
a human right.

During the past decade, most schools

have increased standards for high school graduation.
Changes in family structure, social environment, and
economics have negatively affected various student
populations.

Higher standards for high school

completion, changing family structure, and social
expectations of students have contributed to students
having difficulty mastering academics and related
behaviors necessary for success in school.

Failure at

all levels of the educational spectrum have resulted
(Iowa Department Of Education [IDOE], 1989).
The national dropout rate has remained at about
20% for the last decade (Ruby

&

Law, 1987).

Although

this figure has been debated, the fact remains that no
matter what the rate is, any dropout rate represents an
incalculable loss of human potential and a staggering
economic cost to society (Hamby 1989).
Anybody, any youngster can learn if he or she has
the desire to do it (Meek, 1989).

The purpose of

education is to raise the young to become active
participants in their culture.

This requires

information and problem solving skills in language,
history, politics, economics, health and nutrition,
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critical and creative thinking, and literature, to name
a few (Conrath, 1988).
When students reach the middle and high school
years, adolescence causes students to develop new
patterns of social and sexual relations that absorb a
great deal of their energy and attention.

At the same

time, they also need to master knowledge that they
apparently consider to be unimportant.

This makes

learning in school more important but harder to achieve
than in earlier years (Newman, 1989).
This paper is intended to give the reader an
insight into the problems schools are confronted with
when dealing with students who are at risk of failing
to successfully complete school through the secondary
grades.

The paper will cover the areas of identifying

high-risk students, strategies for school intervention,
characteristics of effective intervention programs, and
special concerns when implementing a program.
Schools often consider high-risk students to be
the major source of school problems.

They need to look

at the school itself as the problem, and structure the
school environment so that students' basic needs are
met.

Unless schools meet students' basic needs, they
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will fail to motivate them to strive for success
(Greene

&

Uroff, 1989; Hamby, 1989).

Beginning with the 1989-90 school year, the Iowa
Department of Education adopted the following program
standards which schools and school districts must meet
for accreditation:

The board shall have a program to

identify and provide special assistance to students who
have difficulty mastering the language, academic,
cultural, and social skills necessary to reach the
educational levels of which they are capable.

The

program shall serve students whose aspirations and
achievements may be negatively affected by stereotypes
linked to race, national origin, language background,
gender, income, family status, parental status, and
disability (Sec. 12.5-13).
Identifying High-risk Students
The thought of a student being high-risk generally
brings to mind a potential dropout.

However, some

children who are high-risk will not drop out.

They

will merely continue attending, not caring if they are
learning and successfully completing their educational
program.

The school must identify who is high-risk,

and what the risk is (Hamby, 1989).
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Identification of high-risk students should begin
when youngsters are in elementary school.

Although the

risk factors for elementary students are not as
extensive as those for secondary students, it is very
important to consider them.

In lower elementary

~rades, factors such as limited English proficiency,
child abuse/neglect, mobility, and negative attitudes
may be present.

In the upper elementary grades, the

focus is on poor academic performance, behavior
problems, poor self-esteem, and poor interpersonal
relationships with teachers and peers ("Dropout
Prevention," 1987).
Identifying high-risk students in middle and high
school becomes more complex because of the diversity
found in these students.

Some of the more common

factors which put students in danger of failing to
complete their education include low academic
achievement, retention in grade, behavior problems,
poor attendance, low socioeconomic status, teenage
parenthood, drug usage, physical and mental abuse,
homelessness, racial minority status, cultural
deprivation, cultural differences, language barriers,
gender barriers, and disabilities (Slavin
198 9) .

&

Madden,
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Strahan (1989) looked at classroom misbehavior of
students and classified students as disruptive,
disconnected, or disturbed.

Many high-risk students

choose to be disruptive because their needs are not
being met in the classroom.

Glasser's (1986)

"Control

Theory in the Classroom" recognizes five basic needs:
to survive, to belong and love, to gain power, to be
free, and to have fun.
needs are not met.

Students misbehave if these

If the school provides for these

needs it can "reconnect" the high-risk student and
there will be less disruptive behavior.

Disturbed

students are those whose disruptive behavior is so
severe that they need intensive, clinical therapy from
professional psychologists.
Intervention Strategies
Once students have been identified as high-risk,
the school's responsibility is to intervene so students
have a chance for success.

Although the school is

primarily responsible for the students in this cause,
the school must collaborate with parents, the
community, and other agencies to give the student the
best chance possible (IDOE, 1989).
In the lower elementary grades, an intervention
program should be developmentally-based and culturally-
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relevant in order to build on the student's strengths
and interests.

Parent involvement is crucial ("Dropout

Prevention," 1987).
The upper elementary intervention program should
be aimed at those students who have been identified as
high-risk to keep them involved.

A variety of

attendance improvement strategies may be implemented,
extra-curricular eligibility policies should be
flexible to allow access to all students, and
instructional approaches must provide the student with
direct learning experiences ("Dropout Prevention,"
1987) .
Middle school high-risk students need to have an
attitude that they do belong in the school system, that
people do care about them, that they are able to do the
work, and that they are responsible for the choices

they make (Strahan, 1989).

To accomplish this requires

that the attitude of the teachers of these students be
changed first.

Middle school teachers need to realize

that they represent the last chance for the student to
develop patterns of success before entering high
school, where the majority of dropouts occur (Van
Hoose, 1989; Gross, 1989).
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In the secondary school setting, it is a mistake
to try to treat the total high-risk student problem
with a single program.

This is because high school

students who are considered high-risk are so labeled
for many reasons ("Reducing the Risk", 1989).
Many schools have implemented special programs to
help combat the problems encountered by high-risk
students.

Fremont High School in Oakland, California,

created a program to increase the engagement of
high-risk black and Hispanic students.

The program is

called the Media Academy and is actually a
school-within-a-school in which the students complete
regular courses in Fremont High School while also
studying journalism and producing the school newspaper,
the yearbook, and a Spanish/English newspaper (Smith,
1989) .
In Escambia County, Florida, a Computer Assisted
Instruction program was made available to high-risk
students for 20 minutes per day.

The students liked

working with the computers because of three factors.
First, the machine drops to a lower level if students
miss several questions, and advances to a higher level
if they get several correct.
discouraged or bored.

The students don't get

Second, the program creates new
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problems at all times so that students can get a great
deal of practice in a specific skill.

Third, the

program gives supportive comments, awards for success,
and doesn't publicize mistakes (Gross, 1989).
Effective Program Characteristics
Regardless of the name of the program or the
intended benefits to be derived from the program,
according to Miller (1986) some common components seem
to be present in successful intervention programs:
A needs assessment should be carried out to
identify potential high-risk students.
which identify elementary

Descriptors

students who may become

future high-risk students need to be established.
Identified students need to be tracked and evaluated to
provide a continuity of services as the students change
schools.
The school needs to provide the support and
services available from outside agencies.

Guidance and

educational opportunities which are appropriate for
each individual situation have to be carefully analyzed
and drawn up.

Alternative educational opportunities

for dropouts or potential dropouts should be offered.
A re-entry program for potential returning
dropouts should be planned to provide a smooth
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transition for the student.

Training and education

must be provided to all teachers and administrators to
make them aware of, and sensitive to, the needs of
high-risk students.

Finally, the school must make sure

students are aware of the implications of leaving
school early and of failing to master the basic
educational program.

The school must encourage

effective student decision making (Miller, 1986).
Special Concerns
According to Firestone (1989), maintaining order
and demanding high expectations must be accompanied by
respect and relevance.

Students may be alienated by

strict discipline without respecting the position of
authority administering the discipline.

Likewise,

students doing poor work are likely to disregard the
importance of high expectations if they cannot see any
relevance in what they are doing.
Conrath (1988) cautions schools to avoid
patronizing high-risk students.

These students need to

be involved in the classroom--not ignored in the hope
they won't be disruptive.

They need serious,

thoughtful work that will result in true
achievement--not simple, meaningless tasks to make them
feel good about themselves.

They need to learn how to
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work and learn in groups--not isolated to "learn at
one's own pace."

Finally, these students need to

develop internal reasons for learning and not
anticipate external rewards every time they achieve
something worthwhile.
Pregnant girls represent a special type of
high-risk student.

Many do not display the same risk

factors of other high-risk students.

For these girls,

special classes in prenatal care, child development,
and health and nutrition are needed to help them
prepare for childbirth and parenthood.

Beyond

education, however, what they really need is some type
of child care program in the school where they have a
place to leave their children.

Most teenage parents

leave school because they can't afford the necessary
child care.

School attendance policies then tend to

fail these students because the policies make no
provision for the reality that these students must miss
school to care for their children.

( "Reducing the

Risk", 1989)
Some students may need job training experiences
(Haasl, 1989).
include:

Essentials of such employment education

basic education and academic skill

remediation to facilitate the student's attainment of
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established minimum competencies, pre-employment
skills, work maturity skills, and job specific skills.
Any intervention plan is likely to require
additional funding.

How much money will be required

depends on the scope and nature of the intervention
plan.

Even a broad approach will incur costs for staff

time, printing, and mailing.

Beyond that, curriculum

revisions, counseling sessions, or alternative
education plans can run the cost of the program much
higher.

However, these costs must be assessed in

relation to the costs which the State will incur to
provide job training, social services, and correctional
services to youth who drop out of school (Mitzell,
1986) .
In addition to the cost, there are additional time
requirements imposed on staff.

Before any new programs

are adopted, some assessment should be made to
determine whether existing personnel can adequately
carry out the new program and still continue to carry
out effectively their current work assignments
(Mitzell, 1986).
In order to determine whether the program is doing
what was intended, there must be some type of
evaluation plan built in during the planning stage.
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Only with a complete, reliable evaluation can the
accountability of the program be checked and will the
program developers learn how, why, and to what extent
the program actually succeeded (Mitzell, 1986).

•
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